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The Cult of Vegetarianism

From our outlines of Indian dietaries it should be apparent
that the great majority of our peoples are vegetarians although
a diet exclusively drawn from the products of the plant world
is confined to a small minority. We have seen that milk and
milk-products are included in the dietaries even of those who
have an aversion to foods of animal origin. Some take eggs but
no meat and no fish, and some abstain from meat but not from
fish.

In Europe and America, the theory and practice of vege-
tarianism is confined to a small number of individuals, often
invalids or faddists, and to the experimental investigation of
physiologists. This is not the case in India, where the question
of vegetarian diet is bound up with the ethical principles
embodied in the doctrine ofAhimsa, which enjoins the moral of
reverence for all living things. Manu observes: cMeat can never
be obtained without injury to living creatures, and injury to
sentient beings is detrimental to the attainment of heavenly
bliss.5 The idea that the abstinence from animal food assists
man in his efforts to attain holiness by enabling him to control
animal passions encouraged the cult of vegetarianism which
became a part of the discipline of Buddhistic monasticism.*
But the precepts of Buddha did not lay stress upon food-taboos
as being essential for securing immunity from animalism. clt is
not the eating of flesh5, declared this prophet of rationalism,
cthat defiles a man, but the doing of evil deeds.'

It may well be doubted, however, whether the origin of a
custom so widespread is to be found in religious sanction alone.
To the Aryan-speaking settlers meat was not a prohibited
article of food. On the contrary, they regarded it as a stimu-
lating sustenance and prescribed that pregnant women should
eat meat cwith a view to strengthening the unborn child'.t It
is very probable that the prohibition of meat originally had a
purely practical and healthful purpose. Meat decomposes with
extreme rapidity and is far more susceptible than most other

* The practice of vegetarianism was common among the Orphic
Societies in Egypt and among the Neo-Pythagoreans. The Chinese Bud-
dhists took religious vows of temporary vegetarianism during their pil-
grimage to a sacred mountain.

t Flesh, according to the Satapatha Brahmana, is the best of foods,
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